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Abstract 
The aim of this paper is to investigate the steps needed by the actual society to progress towards an authentic sustainable 
development, given the unsustainable economic growth followed until present. The first section investigates the origin of 
sustainable development preoccupation and demonstrates the failure of sustainability principles - based on the three economic, 
social and environmental dimensions - to reach the effective welfare. The second section includes measures thought by the author 
of this paper to address the present situation and recommends saferational approach as a prudent and moral manner to achieve the 
desirable human wellbeing, but in a safe, rational and ethical style. The saferational approach represents an original concept 
developed by the author of this paper that seeks to advance on the road of the attainment of human wellbeing by correcting the 
sustainability principles that proved to be socially and environmentally blinded and concerned only with the economic dimension 
that always prevailed over the other two. 
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1. Introduction 
The modern story of sustainable development began in 1987 when it was firstly introduced as a term by the 
Commission led by Gro Harlem Brundtland, and it was described as a development that “satisfiesthe needs of the 
present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” [World Commission on 
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Environment and Development, 1987]. However, the significance of the sustainable development is much older and 
it was acknowledged from early time, being considered from the first time to rest on three foundations: economic, 
social and environmental(Carlowitz, 1713). Nevertheless, ensuring a continuous economic growth, social 
impartiality and environmental safety, while addressing climate change, proved to be an insurmountable task for 
politicians and legislators around the world [Momete, 2013 (a)]. The economic ongoing crisis and related events 
proved that the sustainable development requirements, otherwise well-intended, failed in all stakes and the world 
will progress towards a deeper economic recession, social inequity, environmental degradation and a profound 
climate change, unless a solution is identified. 
Sustainable development is a popular yet very complex issue that needs optimization, the concept lacking 
practical implications and being to a certain extent confusing. Therefore, the concept requires clear indications 
regarding its explicit scalability and a method of reporting or, otherwise, like in the Lewis Carroll’s fiction “Alice in 
Wonderland”, sustainable development becomes bendable and depends on the beholder, the mold being set by 
particular interests. This plasticity of the concept opens the gate for contractions, skepticism, lucrative interests for 
some persons, allowing the transformation of good intentions into unsustainable practices. 
Sustainability and sustainable development are phrases in fashion today, but they were heavily overused, more for 
media exposure than for real concerns, and unfortunately more through rhetoric than action. Moreover, the 
sustainable development definition does not incorporate welfare, speaking merely about the needs of present and 
future generations, therefore the approach proposed by the author of this paper seeks to advance on the road of the 
achievement of wellbeing by correcting the sustainability principle that proved to be socially and environmentally 
blinded. Beckerman raised the question of the usefulness of the concept of sustainable development [Beckerman, 
1994] and, twenty years later since that question, one may witness that sustainability proved simply a fashion trend, 
contributing at making new types of profits for investors and profitable arrangement for politicians. 
The events correlated with the past and present crises modified the world landscape, therefore the concept of 
sustainable development is no longer sufficient and must be enriched with another type of desirable growth, 
saferational development, “that encompasses two distinctive dimensions: safety and rationality”(Momete, 2012 (a)). 
2. Brief chronology of sustainable development 
The definition of the sustainable development concept is rather young, being defined in 1987 as previously 
mentioned, but its meaning dates from ancient times. Starting with von Carlowitz, Mill and Malthus [Morelli, 2011], 
continuing with Haeckel, Georgescu-Roengen and Brundtlandand finishing with major environmental events, future 
generations, resources and environment were documentarily proved major concerns. 
In 1713 Hans Carl von Carlowitz described the need of the sustainable use of forestry, his main concern being the 
“conservation and cultivations of forests for a continuous and sustained use”(Carlowitz, 1713). He was the first to 
identify the importance of the economic, social and environmental aspects for generating a sustained use of forestry. 
Von Carlowitz was also a pioneer in recognizing a correlation between the human behavior, the exploitation rate of 
forestry, and the capacity of the natural resource to cope with that behavior, the growing rate of trees. 
Thomas Malthus was another wise scientist concerned with the problem of increasing population and its effects 
on the capacity of producing food. His study correlated the population growing rate with the production rate of food 
products [Malthus, 1798] and the results made him very pessimistic about the future. Malthus’s forecast was that the 
world population would perish of famine, as it cannot be nourished with the available resources. 
In 1848 John Stuard Mill described the reality of living in a world with limited resourcesand the “need to prefer a 
stationary state and not a progressive state that is based on resources consumption and is oriented toward economic 
growth”(Mill, 1848). 
The architect of the modern science reflecting a deep concern about the ecosystems was the visionary Ernst 
Haeckel, whom introduced the term ecology and defined it as being “the study of the relationship of organisms with 
their environment” (Haeckel, 1866). 
In 1908 Svante Arrhenius, a pioneer in terms of modern climatology, predicted that the temperature rise is likely 
to be caused by increasing atmospheric concentrations of CO2and therefore they are anthropogenic (Arrhenius, 
1908), contributing to the development of modern theories regarding climate change. 
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Stefan cel Mare (Steven the Great), awell-known Romanian sovereign from the XV century, allegedly said “the 
country does not belong to past and present generations, but to the children of our children”, beautifully describing 
the significance of the sustainable development (Delavrancea, 1909). 
Grigore Antipa, a prominent Romanian scientist, was also concerned with the human behavior and its relationship 
with and nature, being the one who established the foundations of a new science, namely bio-economics (Antipa, 
1933). 
The justice in allocation of resources between generations was also the main concern of several articles written 
after the World War II by John Rawls (Rawls, 1971) and Brian Barry (Barry, 1997). 
Nevertheless, despite several real concerns depicted before, the serious acknowledgement of the scarcity of 
fossil fuels and the effects on environment of human behavior emerged only after the 1970s, when the first oil 
shock shook up the entire world. In 1972, Donatella Meadows (Meadows and al, 1972) published the famous 
“The limits to Growth” in which the authors analyzed the growth tendencies in several domains as consumption 
of fossil fuels, industrialization, pollution, food production etc, and reached the conclusion that, if the same 
consumption pattern is maintained, the planet would reach its limits by 2070.Important moments of sustainable 
development followed this real awakening, and the Conference on the Human Environment from Stockholm 
(1972) focused on the constant environmental harm and this was pursued by the introduction of environmental 
programs, environmental agencies and ministries and departments all over the world. The outcomes of 
Stockholm Conference set the base stone for the first international framework on environmental protection. 
Nicolae Georgescu-Roengen, a prominent Romanian scientist, developed bio-economics and persisted upon 
the importance of entropy and the irreversible evolutionary change. He was concerned with the welfare of 
population and considered that the economic processes are valuable only expressed as happiness, saying that 
“the true product of the economic process is an immaterial flux: the enjoyment of life” (Georgescu-Roengen, 
1976). 
A further important milestone of sustainable development was set at Rio de Janeiro in 1992, when United 
Nations Conference on Environment and Development took place and had as outcomes the approval of 
Agenda 21and the issuing of the Rio Declaration. The international treaty on United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) was proposed for signature during the same Conference, 
confirming the need to regulate climate change based on the continuous increase of global temperature, and 
was focused on limiting the green house gases (GHG) emissions. Created in 1990 with the aim to represent the 
business attitude to the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro (1992), The Business Council for Sustainable 
Development evolved in 1995 to World Business Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD), its 
president being Bjorn Stigson. WBCSD proposed the eco-efficiency as a main vector of sustainability and 
contributed to the dissemination of the importance of sustainable development among businesses (WBCSD, 
2013). Other important moment of sustainability was represented by the Kyoto protocol (1997) that stipulated 
that the countries should cut their GHG emissions by a minim 5% over the period 2008-2012, incontrast with 
their 1990 levels (United Nations Economic Commission for Europe, 2009). The World Summit on 
Sustainable Development (Rio+10) held Johannesburg represents another milestone for sustainability and its 
outcomes are represented by the approval of several measures needed to alleviate poverty and to remedy the 
environmental damage. Ten years later, the (Rio+20) United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development 
took place in Rio de Janeiro (2012) and was concerned with the political commitment to sustainable 
development, the development of the institutional framework for sustainable developmentand the spurring of 
green economy (Evans and Steven, 2011). However, green economy may come into the form of Midas mistake 
and a golden opportunity may turn into a real threat to human and environmental health, by aggressively 
promoting the development of unsafe energy products. The quest for energy new sources and the concern 
about climate change determined the rapid development of renewable energy (RE) solutions. These constitute 
an answer on longer term, but by accelerating the development of immature technologies, with unpredictable 
effects on longer term, the electrical energy system along with the food chain and water resources might be 
destabilized. One major problem, the need for clean energy solutions, might be replaced by others, more 
perverse in their effects. In such a way, the quest for food, water and arable land might become the new gold 
rush of tomorrow. 
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3. The outcomes of sustainable development goals  
The threefold mission of sustainable development, economic, social and environmental, failed to meet its own 
stakes [Momete, 2012 (b)] and the human welfare was practically neglected. The economic dimension always 
prevailed over the other two, the economic growth being the major factor of concern for politicians and there has 
been an economic growth at all costs. However, when the financial market collapsed in 2009, the economic 
component was majorly affected and the world entered in a major recession, proving that an economic growth 
decoupled of the social, environmental issues and population wellbeing cannot be acquired on longer term. 
This section portrays an investigation of the outcomes of sustainable development goals for Romania in terms of 
wellbeing. “The poverty and inequality have deepened in Romania, after the introduction of sustainability goals in 
1987”(Momete, 2012 (a)). The poverty was obtained by employing the percentage of population who is at risk of 
poverty/social exclusion and was based on poverty line of 38 USD/month (expressed as 2005 USD purchasing-
power-parity exchange rates), representing 1.25 USD/day, according with the World Bank methodology. The 
inequality was obtained by employing Gini index, which may vary between 0, showing a perfect equality and 1, 
showing a perfect inequality, which assessed the differences between the richest and poorest persons in Romania. 
The total population that is at risk of poverty/social exclusion in Romania increased from 24% in 1989 [World 
Bank, 2013] to 41.4% in 2010 (Eurostat, 2012). This stands for the largest figure within the European Union 
(EU27), which has a mean value of 23.4%. At the same time, the Gini index increased steadily from 0.23 in 1989 to 
0.30 in 2009 (World Bank, 2013), proving that the distribution of income among Romanians became more unequal. 
In Romania, the sustainable development refers primarily to the basic needs of population, given the fact that 
many inhabitants lack access to civilized life conditions, as electrical energy, paved roads, wastewater collection 
(see table 1) and are living on pay check-to-pay check basis (International Futures Modeling System, 
2013).Regrettably, at the global level also the inequality is continuously widening (Stiglitz, 2012), corruption and 
tax evasion are met all over the world, while the justice has become a commodity to be easily traded. These are the 
reasons why key realistic safeguards are to be taken into account for sustainable development and a rejuvenation of 
its significance should be well thought-out. 
Table 1. Sustainable development indicators - selection (2011) 
Indicator Romania/ place in the EU27 Mean Value for EU27 
Paved roads by capita (km/capita) 4,709/ 27 11,789 
Electricity access rate (% of total population) 90/ 27 97 
Population with access to wastewater collection 
& treatment (% of total population) 58.16/ 27 88.73 
Index of perceived corruption 3.70/ 26 6.49 
Governance effectiveness 2.35/ 27 3.72 
Source: calculated by the author from [International Futures Modeling System, 2013]. 
 
Sustainability statements are met in the business world very frequently, but they are only superficial reports that 
do not contain information about their energy consumption, waste generation and the general effects on the 
environmental of their supply-chains. Most of the sustainability reports are complying with the international 
stipulations (Global Reporting Initiative, 2011), but communicate only superficial data about the sustainability of 
their activities (McElroy and van Engelen, 2012) and this may lead to an “unsustainable future disguised in the form 
of concern about sustainable development” (Momete, 2013 (a)). 
Green orientations, the declaration of the business as a sustainable one are wise marketing triggers and represent 
merely a manner to deceive worriedconsumers (TerraChoice, 2010). Numerous companies are prepared to become 
more sustainable, but only with the condition of the intervention of the Governments that are expected to support 
specific costs, to grant preferential tax treatments and incentives. An important source of carbon free growth, RE, 
might prove to represent simply another method of profiting from large subsidies granted by Governments to the 
progress of thesesources(Stockholm Environment Institute, 2012). For example, one company that profited of 
supporting of RE, chose to stop production at their solar facilities (Pentland, 2013) as an answer to the Germany’s 
new systemof subsidies for RE (Conolly, 2012). 
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4. Enrichment of the concept of sustainable development 
The quality of living conditions of the human society increased over the last two centuries mainly from the 
avalanche of technological discoveries that made possible the advance of medicine and sanitation, the development 
of energy products and industry in a very rapid pace. These waves of technological advances are the main reasons 
for the increase of population from 1.5 billion in 1900 to 3.5 billion in 1970, a 133% increase over a period of only 
70 years. In present, the world population records about 7 billion, registering a doubling-up in only 42 years 
[Population Reference Bureau, 2012]. This large number imposes new consumption behaviors, for individuals and 
corporations, and must have as a result the ending of consumerism, waste, and the support of policies only for the 
profit of few persons. Unfortunately, during time, the preoccupation about a more sustainable world changed from 
real remedial factors that correlated the human behavior with the capacity of the earth to cope with that behavior, to 
merely rhetoric solutions or to solutions based on gross domestic product (GDP), which proved its limits (Dexhage 
and Murphy, 201), (Stiglitz, 2012) or solutions aimed to reduce the unsustainability [United Nations Development 
Program (UNDP), 2012] (see table 2). The regeneration capacity of the environment, possible in a small 1.5 billion 
world, but virtually impossible in a 7 billion and rising world, might be overcome by the economic growth at all 
costs. Therefore, a new concept, the saferational (safe & rational) development, is considered to be the needed 
rejuvenation of sustainable development asit will allow the achievement of a prudent and moral sustainable 
development, implying the safe and rational tackling of all factors, economic, social and environmental (Momete, 
2012 (a)). 
The definition of saferational development has in view the rights of the present and future generations, as a 
replacement for needs considered by sustainable development, this being an important a precondition for global 
welfare. All the factors of sustainability, economic, social and environmental, should be simultaneously approached 
by every country in a moral, ethical and equity based manner by safely and responsibly tackling the rights of all 
persons, and not just a few prosperous ones.Therefore, sustainable development philosophy must be saferationally 
transformed into practical and obligatory scalable obligations for companies, having in mind the progress toward the 
desired welfare. 
Table 2. Chronology of sustainability concerns and remedial measures - selection 
Year/Initiator Sustainability Concern Remedial Measures 
1713/von Carlowitz Sustained use of forestry Conservation 
1798/Malthus Population growing effects on the capacity of producing food products Population decrease 
1848/Mill Constant economic growth The preference of a stationary state 
1972/Meadows Limited resources Zero growth 
1976/Georgescu-Roengen Human behavior and its effects on nature Thermodynamics approach; Economic de-growth 
1987/Brundtland Economic, Social and Environmental Rhetoric – Sustainable development 
1995/Stigson Economic, Social and Environmental Eco-efficiency 
2000/UNDP Human development Millennium development goals 
 
The new comprehensive saferational approach that may foster the progress toward a better, more resilient 
development is based on two dimensions: safety and rationality. Such an approach emphasizes the synergistic 
effects of the economic, social and environmental measures taken to cope with a world in change, which is currently 
recovering after a global crisis. “Saferational development has in view the safety and rationality for present 
generations on the road to obtain welfare for present and future generations” (Momete, 2013 (b)).The definition of 
the components of the saferational development has in view that the solutions to the actual problems lay in tackling 
at the same time economic, social and environment facets of the former sustainable development (Momete, 2013 
(c)). The components of the two dimensions are presented in figure 1 and they have in view the advancement in the 



















Fig. 1. Components of the saferational development 
The rationality dimension involves: 
 Sound economic growth - refers to the income, rather than GDP, and durable goods possessions of households; 
 Poverty reduction - involves the access to resources and their affordability; 
 Social progress - refers to the access to education and technology; 
 Environmental benignity - refers to the preservation of biodiversity and natural resources, and implies data about 
biodiversity and toxic releases. 
The safety dimension involves: 
 Security of supply - refers to the obtainment of a certain comfort in terms of safe energy, food and water; 
 Financial safety - involves the security of banking systems; 
 Social safety - implies access to social services (social and medical insurances, pension schemes); 
 Climate change monitoring - refers to the existence and enforcement of legislation on climate change. 
Conclusions 
Present conceiving of sustainability is not sustainable enough and the actual society must acknowledge that 
achieving a valid sustainability is more than a modern slogan. Unfortunately, sustainable development was 
used as a real assault weapon, allowing the enforcing of unsustainable practices, varying from the 
unsustainable exploitation of RE, to goods that incorporate sustainable declaration only as a marketingtrigger. 
The inertia of policy-makers, intended or not, can easily transform sustainability into a real Trojan horse 
carrying illegal interests. 
The world needs a fundamental transformation and it is illusory to consider that the actual system is a right 
one, as it will only perpetuate and accentuate the existing problems on all levels, economic, social or 
environmental.Consequently, an adaptive model of growth should be implemented that implies a gradual 
approach of improvements based on what is safe and rational and not for the sake of a declared sustainability 
and profitability. There is no more time for good intentions, exaggerate claims and unrealistic targets and 
commitments that generate only disengagement of local authorities and public skepticism and distrust.  
The famous liberal David Ricardo believed that the human creativity determining scientific progress is the 
main solution that will postpone the effects of continuous economic growth on environment, in contradiction 
with the view of his more pessimistic predecessors,as Mill and Malthus. However, the humanity is far from the 
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access to resources to infrastructure, as proven by the analysis for Romania.Furthermore, the environment is 
under a constant attack led by humans, and the present economic crisis is still unveiling its effects, therefore 
the postponing pointed out by Ricardo may finish sooner than expected. That is why the saferational 
development is to be considered and applied, as what the society needs today is a development where the 
perceived values and priorities mustconcord with morality and global welfare. 
The architecture of the saferational development will be further formulated in detail, as a qualitative - 
quantitative approach on two axes: safety and rationality. The future methodology will allow the translation of 
the components of the two dimensions into actual data. In such a way, the model may be applied as a valid 
instrument of assessment and change by simplifying the appraisal of the sustainability of a certain country or 
region and in finding specific corrective measures and attracting new well-intended investors. 
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